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Abstract 
An ageing workforce is one of the greatest challenges that 
organisations face today. Longer working lives result in 
greater age diversity that should be managed proactively by 
organisations in order to ensure that workers are able to 
stay active and productive until retirement age. We 
hypothesised that perceived work ability mediates the 
relationship between perceived age-diversity practices and 
preferred retirement age, and tested it in a sample of 
Portuguese workers (n= 290). The hypothesis was not 
supported. However, perceived age-diversity practices were 
identified as a predictor of perceived work ability, 
particularly for older workers (≥ 45 years old). Also, 
perceived work ability predicted preferred retirement age, 
but not for older workers. The impact of these results on 
Human Resource Management (HRM) is discussed. 
Key words: Age-diversity practices, work ability, preferred 
retirement age. 





Populations across the world are ageing (United Nations, 2017). Governments and organisations 
are planning strategies to cope with growing dependency ratios, raising public and private pension 
costs, the increasing share of older workers, and the shortage of skills and workers (Burke and 
Ng, 2006; Vickerstaff, Cox, and Keen, 2003).  
To manage the ageing workforce, European Union have been implementing policies to increase 
the participation of older workers in the labour market, such as reducing incentives for early 
retirement and promoting the extension of the working life (i.e., postponing retirement age) 
(Flynn, 2010; Solem et al., 2016). However, the extension of workers’ careers cannot only be 
encouraged by the discourse of social policies, but it requires an effective intervention by 
organisations. Thus, employers can have an important role in the retirement decisions of 
workers through the implementation of policies and practices that enable or constrain individual 
choices (e.g., employers’ pension schemes, training and promotion opportunities) (Vickerstaff et 
al., 2003; Loretto and White, 2006). 
Some studies have analysed the relationship between Human Resource (HR) practices and 
retirement (e.g., Herrbach, Mignonac, Vandenberghe, and Negrini, 2009; Saba and Guerin, 2005) 
but the findings are far from being conclusive. In fact, much is still unknown regarding the impact 
of organisational practices in encouraging workers to extend their working lives. This study 
contributes to the literature by addressing the research gap on how organisations can proactively 
encourage workers to desire to retire later. More specifically, we propose that organisations can 
develop HR practices that combat age barriers at work, promote age diversity in the workplace, 
and provide a work environment where each individual is able to reach his/her potential (Walker, 
1999). These are called age-diversity practices, a construct that received little attention in the 
literature. Thus, the aim of the present study is to examine age-diversity practices and work 
ability as predictors of preferred retirement age. We propose that workers who recognise that 
there are age-diversity practices in their organisations and perceive good work ability will likely 
prefer to retire later. To our knowledge, no prior studies have examined the role of age-diversity 
practices in maintaining work ability and in influencing individuals’ preference to retire later. 
We expect that, by implementing age-diversity practices, organisations can increase workers’ 
motivation to continue working, as these practices are a signal to workers that they are 
supported and valued, regardless of their age. Age-diversity practices can also be a mechanism to 
promote workers’ well-being and health, which will increase workers’ perception that they are 
able to perform their tasks. The term work ability refers to the balance between a worker’s 
resources and the demands of work (Ilmarinen, 2001; Ilmarinen and von Bonsdorff, 2016). 
Individuals seek an optimal balance between resources and demands throughout their work life in 
order to continue working. On the contrary, poor work ability has been found to predict early 
retirement intentions and decisions (Sell et al., 2009; Tuomi, Huuhtanen, Nykyri, and Ilmarinen, 
2001; von Bonsdorff, Huuhtanen, Tuomi, and Seitsamo, 2010). Retirement can be seen as giving 




up work as a dominant life sphere (Newman, Jeon, and Hulin, 2013); so, impairments in work 
ability can lead to an early withdrawal from work. 
In sum, organisations will play a crucial role in prolonging workers’ careers by reducing their 
intentions to retire through motivating them and maintaining their work ability.  
Literature review 
Ageing populations and the workforce 
Demographic ageing is a major challenge for contemporary societies. Since the second half of the 
20th century, a new age structure has emerged, with an increasing percentage of older people 
and a decreasing proportion of young people; this trend is driven by declining birth rates, 
reduced child mortality rates and rising life expectancies (Chand and Tung, 2014; United Nations, 
2017). The European continent is particularly aged and it continues ageing, and Portugal is no 
exception. Portugal is the fifth oldest country among the 28 European Union countries, with 141 
elderly people (65 years old or more) per 100 young people (0–14 years old) (Statistics Portugal, 
2014, 2015). EUROSTAT demographic projections indicate that three out of ten residents in 
Portugal will be 65 years or older in 2050. 
One expected consequence of population ageing is the shrinkage of the labour force and the 
change in its age structure. In Portugal, projections indicated that the working-age population 
(15–64 years old) would decrease from 6.9 million in 2012 to 4.5 million in 2060 (Statistics 
Portugal, 2014). In opposition, the percentage of workers aged between 55 and 64 years old is 
expected to increase from 54.3 percent in 2013 to 68.7 percent in 2060 (European Commission, 
2014). Also, in 2015, the index of renewal of the working-age population showed that, in 
potential terms, for every 100 persons exiting the labour market (55–64 years), there were only 
84 entering it (20–29 years) (Statistics Portugal, 2015). These age projections influence the 
human resources available for organisations, but also have profound impacts on public policies. 
The threat of pension systems becoming unsustainable led to a mindset change at a political level 
in many western countries: Incentives for early retirement were replaced by increasing or 
abolishing the statutory retirement age (Hofäcker, 2015; Naegele and Krämer, 2002). As a result, 
individuals are now working longer than before, either because they want or they need to do so. 
For example, in Portugal, due to the need for reducing the expenditure in the Social Security 
sector, the normal age to access retirement varies according to the evolution of the average life 
expectancy at 65 years old (Decree-Law No. 167-E/2013). Currently, individuals must be 66 
years and 5 months old (Ordinance No. 50/2019) and must have, at least, 15 years of 
contributions to the Social Security system to access the full retirement pension.  
As a consequence of these demographic changes, not only is the workforce getting older, but it is 
also getting more diverse as younger and older workers are now working side-by-side. This 




increasing age diversity at work needs to be effectively managed (Rabl and Triana, 2014; Stone 
and Tetrick, 2013; Streb, Voelpel, and Leibold, 2008). Organisations will have to be proactive in 
their Human Resource Management (HRM), anticipating changes in their age structure and 
planning their human resources based on new age compositions (Pinto, Ramos, and Nunes, 2014; 
Vendramin et al., 2012). For example, an organisation with an average age of 30 years old – much 
lower than the average age of 42.9 years for the Portuguese active population (Department of 
Statistics of Public Employment, 2016) – will face several medium-term challenges as the number 
of entries in the labour market is decreasing (e.g., recruit and retain older workers, recruit and 
hire international talent). Organisations will compete in attracting and recruiting new talent 
(Burke and Ng, 2006), but they will also need to focus on retaining knowledge and skills that 
older workers possess (DeLong, 2004; Ng and Feldman, 2008).  
One of the main concerns for organisations is to find HR practices that encourage older workers 
to remain motivated, engaged, productive, and healthy at work, contributing to successful 
organisational performance (Armstrong-Stassen and Schlosser, 2011; Schalk et al., 2010). 
However, HR practices cannot target only older workers. In order to extend workers’ careers in 
a sustainable manner and contribute to individuals’ successful ageing, organisational interventions 
should support workers throughout their life span (Truxillo, Cadiz, and Hammer, 2015; Walker, 
1999, 2005). Therefore, managers are called upon to design organisational policies and practices 
that allow the successful integration of workers of all ages (Truxillo et al., 2015; Wegge et al., 
2012; Zaniboni, 2015) – i.e., age-diversity practices. 
Age diversity and HR practices 
Managing age diversity is a complex and dynamic process for organisations as “it is impossible to 
impose standardisation or rules because of the very nature of diversity” (Riach, 2009, p. 332). 
Indeed, age-diverse workforces challenge the universality of HR practices. Previous research has 
shown that the worker’s age is a determinant factor in designing organisational practices and 
policies (e.g., Kooij, Jansen, Dikkers, and De Lange, 2010; Kooij et al., 2013). Thus, in order for all 
workers to reach their potential of performance in a sustainable way, HRM should create, 
communicate and implement practices that support and promote the development of workers of 
all ages, that is, age-diversity practices (Kunze, Boehm, and Bruch, 2013; Truxillo, Cadiz, and 
Rineer, 2017). Implementing age-diversity practices implies that the organisation takes a proactive 
stance in recruiting, promoting and retaining workers of all ages, and also educating managers 
about leading age diversity workforces (Boehm, Kunze, and Bruch, 2014; Walker, 2005). For 
example, if workers perceive that all workers, regardless of their age, have equal opportunities to 
be promoted, then they may perceive these as clear signals that the organisation is interested in 
retaining an age-diverse workforce. As proposed by Boehm and colleagues (2014), HR practices 
should foster all workers’ (a) knowledge and skills, (b) motivation and effort, and (c) 
opportunities to contribute to organisational goals. In this way, organisations interested in 
successfully managing an age-diverse workforce should ensure that all workers have the required 




knowledge and skills to perform their tasks effectively, and ensure that all workers have the 
motivation to contribute to organisational goals.  
These practices should be flexible, inclusive and non-discriminatory, and take into account not 
only the interindividual variability in workers’ skills, preferences and goals (Walker, 1999), but 
also intraindividual differences, recognising that individuals, their needs and their interests may 
change over time. This means that specific HR practices may not be of value to all workers in the 
same age group, and also, one worker may not value the same practices during his/her entire 
career. In sum, age-diversity practices consider the needs, interests and values of all workers, and 
not exclusively those of certain age groups. Moreover, age-diversity practices can contribute to 
increase the perception of justice among colleagues by avoiding favouring some age groups over 
others and attenuating negative age stereotypes within organisations (Boehm and Dwertmann, 
2015; Posthuma and Campion, 2009). 
There is a great difference between the actual HR practices that are implemented by managers 
and the way they are perceived by workers (Khilji and Wang, 2006). Den Hartog, Boselie and 
Paauwe (2004) argue that HR practices are interpreted by workers as signals of the organisations’ 
intentions towards them. Following this reasoning, it is important to consider workers’ 
perceptions when designing HR practices. Workers’ perceptions about age-diversity practices 
are, therefore, the focus of the present study. Perceived age-diversity practices refer to the degree 
to which individuals perceive that workers of all ages receive non-discriminatory treatment in 
terms of organisational practices, policies and procedures (Boehm et al., 2014; Kunze et al., 2013; 
Walker, 1999). Age-diversity practices can be seen as a mechanism for workers to extend their 
careers: If individuals perceive that there are HR practices for workers of all ages, then they will 
demonstrate a better work ability and less preferences to retire earlier.  
Perceived work ability 
Demographic ageing and the governments’ increasing of the age to access retirement (e.g., 
Portugal, Germany, Sweden) triggered the growing interest of researchers in work ability (e.g., 
Ilmarinen, 2001; Lindberg, Josephson, Alfredsson, and Vingård, 2006; Tuomi et al., 2001), 
consistently identifying it as a predictor of labour market exit (Sell et al., 2009; von Bonsdorff et 
al., 2011). Work ability is a product of the individual and his work context: To be able to 
continue working in the short, medium and long term, individuals have to balance their personal 
resources – physical and mental resources – with work requirements (Ilmarinen, 2001; Ilmarinen 
and Tuomi, 1992). Work ability has been measured through the Work Ability Index (WAI; 
Tuomi, Ilmarinen, Jahkola, Katajarinne, and Tulkki, 1998); but psychometric research has 
identified two dimensions: one objective and one subjective (Radkiewicz and Widerszal-Bazyl, 
2005). Thus, more recently, McGonagle, Fisher, Barnes-Farrell, and Grosch (2015) proposed the 
concept of perceived work ability as an individual’s self-assessment about the degree to which he or 
she possesses personal resources to meet work demands. Having work ability means having the 




functional capacities (mental, physical and social resources), and individual health, competence, 
attitudes and values to successfully manage and perform the work tasks (Ilmarinen and von 
Bonsdorff, 2016; Tengland, 2011). On the other hand, the absence of sufficient resources may 
lead to decreasing levels of psychological or physical well-being (McGonagle et al., 2015). 
To find a balance, personal resources and work demands need to be continuously combined as 
they are continuously changing (Ilmarinen, 2009). Personal resources are expected to change 
with age. From a life-span development perspective, ageing is a multidimensional process that 
encompasses changes in body functioning over time and has positive and negative implications 
(Kanfer and Ackerman, 2004; Zacher, 2015). Ageing is related with declines in certain physical 
abilities (e.g., reduced visual acuity, longer recovery time from stressors) and cognitive functions 
(e.g., slower processing speed, decline in working memory) (Kanfer and Ackerman, 2004; 
Truxillo et al., 2015). However, positive age-related changes can occur, such as gains in 
crystallized intelligence (Salthouse, 2012) and affective well-being (Charles and Luong, 2013). In 
the light of selection, optimization, and compensation (SOC) theory, workers have a remarkable 
adaptive capacity to deal with age-related changes throughout the life course by reducing the 
impact of age-related losses while taking advantage of age-related gains (Baltes and Baltes, 1990; 
Freund and Baltes, 1998). 
Work demands also change. Globalization, mobility, rapid technological change, and higher 
customer demands for sustainable products and services are impacting and changing what it 
means to work, and to be a worker (Burke and Ng, 2006; Ilmarinen, 2009; Tuomi, Vanhala, 
Nykyri, and Janhonen, 2004). Since the world of work evolves at a constant rate and ageing 
cannot be avoided, individuals have to protect their physical and mental well-being using 
selection, optimization and compensation strategies (Young, Baltes, and Pratt, 2007). For 
example, an older worker may compensate for a loss in physical abilities by taking additional 
breaks or asking colleagues for help. 
Despite that, organisations also have an important role in promoting work ability. According to 
Ilmarinen and Rantanen (1999), work ability promotion consists of making adjustments in the 
physical (e.g., ergonomic aspects) and psychosocial (e.g., leader and team support) work 
environment, fostering health and lifestyle, and updating professional skills. Therefore, age-
diversity practices can be a key to promote work ability. 
Ultimately, perceived work ability may influence workers’ decisions about their future – both in a 
specific organisation or in the labour market. In this study, our focus is on the intention to exit 
the labour market through retirement, proposing that workers who perceive poor work ability 
will likely prefer to retire earlier.  




Preferred retirement age 
Conceptualized as the most significant transition in later adulthood, retirement has been defined 
as “the exit from an organisational position or career path of considerable duration, taken by 
individuals after middle age, and taken with the intention of reduced psychological commitment 
to work thereafter” (Feldman, 1994, p. 287). It is a complex decision-making process that unfolds 
over time, where individuals reflect, plan and decide when and how they will enrol in retirement 
(Beehr, 1986; Moen, 2012; Topa, Moriano, Depolo, Alcover, and Morales, 2009). In light of the 
cost-benefit framework, individuals opt for retirement when the benefits of retirement (e.g., 
decreased job-related stress, time for leisure or family activities) exceed the costs of retirement 
(e.g., loss of contacts with co-workers, loss of work identity) (Feldman and Beehr, 2011; 
Szinovacz and Davey, 2005). Research has shown that cost-benefit considerations in retirement 
decisions are related with a range of individual (e.g., financial situation, health, family support) and 
organisational (e.g., job demands, stress, recognition) aspects (Beehr, 2014; Blekesaune and 
Solem, 2005; Carr et al., 2016; Kim and Feldman, 1998; Shultz and Wang, 2007; Szinovacz, 
DeViney, and Davey, 2001). Some of these aspects are push factors, that is, negative 
considerations that induce workers to retire, such as poor health or poor job satisfaction; 
whereas others are pull factors (i.e., positive considerations that attract workers toward 
retirement), such as financial incentives or opportunity to spend more time with family (Beehr, 
Glazer, Nielson, and Farmer, 2000; Carstensen, Fung, and Charles, 2003; De Preter, Van Looy, 
and Mortelmans, 2013; Oakman and Wells, 2013; Shultz, Morton, and Weckerle, 1998). 
Literature indicates that individuals may opt for retirement as a result of push factors, pull 
factors, or a combination of both (Barnes-Farrell, 2003; De Preter et al., 2013; Fisher, Chaffe, and 
Sonnega, 2016). 
However, despite the individual’s considerations, reflections and plans, the actual retirement age 
may differ from preferred retirement age due to the interference of factors that had not been 
contemplated initially (van Solinge and Henkens, 2009). Thus, as this study is oriented for the 
working population – workers of different ages and in different career phases – the variable 
under analysis will be workers’ preferred retirement age. The preferred retirement age 
encompasses workers’ preferences and desires concerning the retirement timing (Hess, 2017). It 
is an intrinsic desire strongly influenced by institutional (e.g., regulation of the public pension 
system, availability of private pension plans), organisational (e.g., age-related stereotypes, 
workforce cutbacks or layoffs) and individual (e.g., leisure orientation, job attitudes) 
characteristics (Beehr et al., 2000; Han and Moen, 1999; Zappalà, Depolo, Fraccaroli, Guglielmi, 
and Sarchielli, 2008). Hence, some factors that explain the preferred retirement age are under 
the control of organisations. Thus, we examine a particular dimension of the workplace reality – 
age-diversity practices – as an important predictor of preferred retirement age. 





Based on previous research, we propose that preferred retirement age can be explained by the 
interaction between perceived age-diversity practices and perceived work ability. As ageing is a 
natural process that involves a progressive deterioration of some important physiological 
capacities, older workers are, in general, more susceptible to health problems (Hansson, 
DeKoekkoek, Neece, and Patterson, 1997). Additionally, the work environment can aggravate or 
accelerate an individual’s physical and psychological distress (Dal Bianco, Trevisan, and Weber, 
2015; Teiger, 1989). For this reason, it is necessary that organisations adopt strategies and 
interventions that accommodate major changes in work-related capacities and skills, promoting 
work ability (Ilmarinen, 2001; Truxillo et al., 2015). In this sense, age-diversity practices can be an 
organisational strategy to improve perceived work ability. In turn, and applying cost-benefit 
theory to preferred retirement age (Feldman and Beehr, 2011), a good work ability may lead 
individuals to feel that the benefits of working outweigh the benefits of retiring, opting to delay 
retirement timing. In short, individuals who perceive the existence of age-diversity practices are 
expected to show better perceived work ability, which, in turn, will lead them to desire to retire 
later. Thus, we propose a mediation model with the following hypothesis: 
H: Perceived work ability mediates the relationship between perceived age-diversity 
practices and preferred retirement age. 
Methods 
Participants 
The sample consisted of 290 Portuguese workers, aged between 19 and 67 years old (M = 37.80, 
SD = 13.08). From the 290 participants, 58.5 percent were female. The educational level of 
participants varied: the majority completed higher education (51.2%), 33.6 percent reported 
having completed high school, 9.3 percent completed the 9th grade, 4.8 percent the 6th grade, and 
finally, only 1 percent reported having completed the 4th grade. Among the 290 participants, 54.7 
percent reported not having dependents, and the average number of dependents was 0.72 (SD = 
0.93). Twenty-eight percent of participants showed an organisational tenure of one to five years, 
and 17.4 percent were in the organisation for more than 25 years. Also, 24.2 percent of the 
participants were in the labour market for one to five years, and 20.4 percent worked for more 
than 30 years. Most of the participants worked in the private sector (67.7%) – mainly in sales, and 
health and social support sectors (15.4%), hospitality and tourism (10.8%), and banking and 
financial services (10.5%). 





The present study was conducted in Portugal. All data were collected through a paper 
questionnaire. The average time it took participants to complete the questionnaire was 
approximately 15 minutes. Data were collected by a group of undergraduate and master students 
from ISCTE – University Institute of Lisbon, through their personal contacts and in their 
workplaces and internship places. Students participated in this research as part of their academic 
training and got credits to their evaluation.  
Measures 
The following measures were used in this study for collecting required data from the participants. 
Perceived age-diversity practices. This scale measures the extent to which workers perceive a non-
discriminatory treatment of workers of all ages regarding organisational practices, policies and 
procedures (adapted from Boehm et al., 2014). Participants indicated on a 6-point scale their 
agreement (1 – Strongly Disagree to 6 – Strongly Agree) with seven statements (e.g., Employees 
are developed (i.e., training) and advanced without regard to the age of the individual.). The scale 
revealed a good internal consistency (α = 0.876). 
Perceived work ability. Perceived work ability refers to individuals’ perception of their ability to 
continue working considering work demands and their personal resources (McGonagle et al., 
2015). It was measured through four questions regarding both physical and mental demands of 
the work, and participants answered on a scale from 1 (Very Poor) to 5 (Very Good) (e.g., How 
do you rate your current work ability to meet physical demands?) (adapted from Tuomi et al., 
1998). Responses to the 4-item scale were analysed using a principal component analysis (PCA). 
We conducted the Bartlett test of sphericity, and the Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin (KMO) measure of 
sampling adequacy to determine the appropriateness of the analysis. The KMO sampling adequacy 
was 0.607 and the p value for the Bartlett’s test was less than 0.001, indicating the model was 
appropriate for analysis. Examination of eigenvalues and the scree plot revealed a single factor, 
accounting for 70 percent (70%) accumulated variance. This scale shows good internal 
consistency (α = 0.856). 
Preferred retirement age. Preferred retirement age expresses an individual wish, desire, or 
preference concerning retirement timing, and it was operationalized through one question 
expressed as “At what age would you like to retire?” (Zappalà et al., 2008). Participants indicated 
the age (in years) they would like to retire. 
Results  
Data were analysed using version 23 of the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS). Means 
and standard deviations for seven items of perceived age-diversity practices are shown in Table 1. 




Item M        SD 
Employees are developed (i.e., training) and advanced without regard to the 
age of the individual. 
3.73 1.617 
Managers in my organisation demonstrate through their actions that they 
want to hire and retain an age-diverse workforce. 
3.54 1.566 
I feel that my immediate supervisor does a good job managing people of 
different ages. 
3.71 1.680 
It is easy for people from diverse age groups to fit in and be accepted. 4.29 1.466 
All workers have the same opportunities to get an adequate evaluation, 
regardless their age 
4.16 1.564 
The work is adjusted to workers’ needs over time. 3.45 1.474 
Experience, skills and knowledge of workers are recognized, irrespective of 
their age. 
3.89 1.579 
Note. Items were answered on a Likert scale from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 6 (Strongly Agree). 
Table 1: Mean and Standard Deviation of Perceived Age-diversity Practices 
On average, participants’ answers are close to the two central points of the scale (3 and 4) which 
shows that, in general, organisations can improve their age-diversity practices. Participants agreed 
that people from diverse age groups fit in and are accepted in their organisation (M = 4.29, SD = 
1.466), being this, on average, the most common practice. On the contrary, participants did not 
consistently agree on the existence of a work adjustment to workers’ needs over time (M = 3.45, 
SD = 1.474). Regarding perceived work ability, means and standard deviations for four questions 
are presented in Table 2. 
Question        M          SD 
How do you rate your current work ability to meet physical demands? 4.14 0.907 
How do you rate your current work ability to meet psychological demands? 3.99 0.823 
How do you rate your future work ability to meet physical demands within 
two years? 
3.89 0.989 
How do you rate your future work ability to meet psychological demands 
within two years? 
3.79 1.015 
Note. Items were answered on a Likert scale from 1 (Very Poor) to 5 (Very good). 
 
Table 2: Mean and Standard Deviation of Perceived Work Ability 




Findings show that participants evaluated, on average, their current work ability to meet physical 
demands as good (M = 4.14, SD = 0.907). To meet psychological demands, this self-evaluation 
was slightly lower (M = 3.99, SD = 0.823). Participants indicated expecting a decrease in their 
future work ability for meeting both physical and psychological demands. 
Participants indicated that, on average, they would like to retire at 59 years old (M = 59.39, SD = 
6.296). Results indicated that there is a positive significant – although very small – correlation 
between age and preferred retirement age (r = 0.13, p < 0.05), meaning that as people grow 
older, their preferred retirement age also increases. 
To analyse the mediation hypothesis, we used SPSS to create 5,000 bootstrap samples and used 
95% confidence intervals (CI) (Preacher and Hayes, 2008). Linear regression analysis was used to 
examine the hypothesis that perceived work ability mediates the effect of perceived age-diversity 
practices on preferred retirement age. Results indicated that perceived age-diversity practices 
were not a significant predictor of retirement intention [b = -0.202; SD = 0.346; p = 0.560]. Thus, 
the hypothesis was not supported. 
Although the mediation was not supported, we proceeded testing the model separately through 
two simple linear regressions: First, we tested the influence of perceived age-diversity practices 
on perceived work ability; then, we examined the effect of perceived work ability on preferred 
retirement age. Findings showed that perceived age-diversity practices are a significant predictor 
of perceived work ability (F(1, 279) = 38.486, p < 0.001; R2 = 0.121). For every one unit increase 
in perceived age-diversity practices, perceived work ability improved by 0.231 points; this means 
that the more positive the workers’ perception of age-diversity practices, the better their 
perceived work ability. Results also showed that perceived work ability significantly predicts 
preferred retirement age (F(1, 277) = 4.348, p = 0.038; R2 = 0.015). For every one unit increase 
in perceived work ability, the ideal age for retirement increased one year, meaning that the 
better the perceived work ability, the later workers indicated they would like to retire. 
Additionally, we compared the effect of perceived age-diversity practices on perceived work 
ability between younger workers (≤ 30 years) and older workers (≥ 45 years). According to 
previous research, we defined the younger worker as being age 30 years or under and the older 
worker as being age 45 years or over (Finegold, Mohrman, and Spreitzer, 2002; Ilmarinen, 2001). 
Results showed that this relationship is significant for both younger workers (F(1, 115) = 6.048, p 
= 0.015; R2 = 0.050) and older workers (F(1, 105) = 18.272, p < 0.001; R2 = 0.148), but more 
important for the older (B = 0.263) than for the younger (B = 0.145). Then, we compared the 
same two age groups regarding the effect of perceived work ability on preferred retirement age. 
Findings show that this relationship is marginally significant for younger workers (F(1, 116) = 
4.055, p = 0.046; R2 = 0.034) but not significant for older workers (F(1, 103) = 1.803, n.s.). 
 





The present study aimed to analyse the influence of perceived age-diversity practices on 
preferred retirement age through the mediation of perceived work ability in a sample of 
Portuguese workers. Empirical findings did not support the mediation hypothesis. However, 
although perceived age-diversity practices did not show a direct relationship with preferred 
retirement age, it was an important predictor of perceived work ability. This finding is consistent 
with the literature and it illustrates the important role that organisations can have in promoting 
sustainable careers by creating practices that fit the needs and preferences of workers of all ages 
(Vendramin et al., 2012). Strategic HRM in organisations should focus not only on the 
recruitment and selection of an age-diverse workforce, but also on its retention, focusing on 
training, promoting and recognising the best talents. In fact, age-diversity practices can possibly be 
seen as accommodation, maintenance and development practices that enable workers to 
continue contributing to organisational performance across their entire life span. Age-diversity 
practices are accommodation practices once they propose workplace measures that 
accommodate lower levels of functioning (Kooij, Jansen, Dikkers, and De Lange, 2014; van Dalen, 
Henkens, and Wang, 2015). These are also maintenance practices as these measures support 
individual workers to maintain their current levels of functioning, or to return to previous levels, 
in the face of age-related changes (Bal, Kooij, and De Jong, 2013; Kooij et al., 2014;). For 
example, by adjusting the work to workers’ needs over time (e.g., decreases in workload, 
exemption from overtime or irregular shifts, ergonomic adjustments), these practices can prompt 
a better health and functional capacity in general, aspects that can preserve work ability. As 
development practices, age-diversity practices present workplace measures that aim to increase 
the ability, motivation and opportunity to perform well (Bal et al., 2013; van Dalen et al., 2015). 
Regardless of the worker’s age, the organisational investment in knowledge can help individuals 
to achieve higher levels of functioning (Kooij et al., 2014). For example, by developing, promoting 
and recognizing workers’ experience, skills and knowledge (e.g., training, internal promotion, job 
mobility), these practices allow the deepening of the professional knowledge required to execute 
the job, another important aspect of work ability.  
The influence of perceived age-diversity practices on perceived work ability has proved to be 
particularly important for older workers, which may be due to the fact that older workers are 
frequently the target of age discrimination in the workplace (e.g., Finkelstein, Burke, and Raju, 
1995; Posthuma and Campion, 2009). Unlike other types of discrimination (e.g., gender, racial), 
age discrimination is likely to be subtle and based on age stereotypes that are widespread in 
organisations. Negative age stereotypes (e.g., older workers are less motivated and less able to 
learn new skills) are frequently accepted by managers and employers, either explicitly or 
implicitly, resulting in the underutilization of older workers (Bal, Reiss, Rudolph, and Baltes, 2011; 
Posthuma and Campion, 2009). In fact, older workers are often not included in HRM practices – 
as seen, for example, in having less access to training and development opportunities than 
younger workers (Armstrong-Stassen and Ursel, 2009). When workers do not see their skills up-




to-date, they feel less able to perform their tasks and appropriately meet job demands. 
Therefore, age-diversity practices can be viewed by older workers as a sign that the organisation 
cares about their well-being, needs and preferences, invests in their professional development 
and supports their career. Hence, age-diversity practices are supportive HR practices that sustain 
older workers’ ability and motivation and offer them opportunities to remain at work (Kooij et 
al., 2014).  
Overall, perceived work ability proved to be an important predictor of retirement intention, as 
shown by previous research (e.g., Feldt, Hyvönen, Mäkikangas, Kinnunen, and Kokko, 2009; von 
Bonsdorff et al., 2010). When workers feel their capabilities at work no longer match the physical 
or mental requirements of their jobs, they will likely desire to retire early. This relationship can 
be understood in the light of the SOC (Baltes and Baltes, 1990) and Conservation of Resources 
(COR) (Hobfoll, 1989) theories. The actual loss or the threat of losing personal resources (e.g., 
physical ability, key skills) – due to a declining work ability – requires individuals to employ one of 
two strategies: a realignment of available resources to compensate for those that are failing, or a 
re-evaluation of the resources lost or likely to be lost (Freund and Baltes, 1998; Hobfoll, 
Halbesleben, Neveu, and Westman, 2018). Such re-evaluation of resources may be accomplished 
cognitively, by lowering the worker’s organizational commitment, or behaviourally, by leaving the 
labour market via retirement (Bayl-Smith and Griffin, 2014). Thus, in this study, lower levels of 
work ability (i.e., losing resources) lead workers to re-evaluate their lost resources and to desire 
leaving the workforce earlier. 
However, for older workers (i.e., aged 45 years or over) the influence of perceived work ability 
on preferred retirement age was not significant. This finding is not consistent with previous 
research showing that older workers with low levels of work ability are more likely to 
withdrawal from the labour force through early-gradual retirement (Boissonneault and de Beer, 
2018; Tuomi et al., 2001). However, this particular result concurs with the idea that, although 
workers may experience poor health and low work ability, some factors (e.g., financial insecurity, 
lack of alternative sources of income) may keep older workers longer in the labour market 
(Oksanen and Virtanen, 2012). For example, workers should be eligible to receive retirement 
benefits (e.g., retirement pension) to replace income, otherwise they will depend on earlier 
savings to finance consumption (Bingley and Martinello, 2013). Also, the decision-making process 
of retirement does not occur in a social vacuum. Social groups (e.g., co-workers, friends) can also 
influence individuals’ decision about when to retire. For example, workers seek advice and 
support from co-workers when they begin to think about retirement, and consider their opinions 
in their decision-making process (Potočnik, Tordera, and Peiró, 2009). 
The transition to retirement is a multidimensional, complex and dynamic process, involving the 
weighting of different factors (e.g., financial situation, legal requirements, social support) at 
different stages (Fisher et al., 2016; Topa, Depolo, and Alcover, 2018). There is also a temporal 
view in the retirement process: as individual’s age, they enrol in retirement preparation, that is to 




say, planning and taking actions to ensure that they will have a satisfying lifestyle as retirees 
(Adams and Rau, 2011). Older workers are chronologically closer to the retirement age and 
previous research has shown that retirement-oriented activities increase with years of proximity 
to retirement (Ekerdt, Kosloski, and DeViney, 2000; Evans, Ekerdt, and Bosse, 1985). Therefore, 
older workers are more likely to be aware of the many different factors involved in the 
retirement decision-making process. They also may have already considered the ideal retirement 
timing and the desirable conditions to do so. Therefore, in this study, older workers may have 
weighted other important factors when indicating their preferred retirement age, concluding that 
work ability is not the main predictor of this decision. 
To sum up, this study contributes to the HRM literature by demonstrating that age-diversity 
practices, which combine accommodation, maintenance and development HR practices, relate to 
better work ability not only for older workers, but for all workers. Therefore, organisations are 
called to implement age-diversity practices (e.g., recruitment and selection, training, health and 
safety at work) to preserve workers’ work ability. These practices will likely have a similar effect 
to other intervention programmes that are effective to increase work ability and reduce early 
retirement, contributing to the retention of valuable human resources (Cloostermans, Bekkers, 
Uiters, and Proper, 2015; de Boer, van Beek, Durinck, Verbeek, and van Dijk, 2004). 
Also, this study contributes to the retirement literature by demonstrating that perceived work 
ability predicts preferred retirement age for younger workers. Although work ability is usually 
studied in older workers (e.g., Tuomi et al., 2001), younger workers can also benefit from 
organisational interventions to promote excellent work ability (Lindberg et al., 2006). This 
investigation draws attention to the importance of organisations take a proactive approach in 
managing the work ability of their workers, throughout their working life. This study also seems 
to suggest that work ability is not the most important predictor of preferred retirement age for 
older workers. The complex relationship between health and retirement (Oksanen and Virtanen, 
2012) probably also applies to work ability and retirement, meaning that work ability interacts 
with other aspects in predicting individuals’ desire to retire. Despite the reduced work ability, an 
opportunity to retire, other aspects constrain the retirement behaviour, keeping employees 
longer in employment. 
Limitations and Future Research 
Retirement has been studied since the beginning of the 20th century, but it became a prominent 
research topic in the last 50 years. As a result, there is a broad body of literature about 
retirement antecedents (e.g., individual, job, organisational, socioeconomic) and outcomes (e.g., 
postretirement health, leisure activities). The aim of this study was to examine the influence of 
organisational-related factors (i.e., age-diversity practices) in the preferred retirement age. As 
other antecedents were not included in the model, future research should analyse the role of 
age-diversity practices combined with individual attributes and job factors in retirement 




intentions. In addition, in this study, we used preferred retirement age as a proxy for retirement 
behaviour. Perhaps future research could operationalize retirement intentions using other 
indicators such as expected retirement age, preference for early or late retirement or the age 
considering retirement for the first time (Potočnik et al., 2009; Zappalà et al., 2008). 
This study has some limitations that should be taken into account when interpreting the findings. 
The first limitation is the convenience sample which is not representative of Portuguese workers. 
A convenience sample does not allow the generalisation of findings to the active population in 
Portugal, since there may be under-representation or over-representation of specific groups in 
the sample. However, a more traditional paper-and-pencil questionnaire and the data collection 
procedure allowed access to participants who, otherwise (e.g., online questionnaire), might not 
be available. As this is a cross-sectional study in which all measures were collected in a single 
moment, it is not possible to establish a causal relationship between the variables under analysis. 
Longitudinal studies are required to examine the relationship between organisational practices 
and work ability over time, as well as the influence of these variables on retirement intentions. By 
following workers over time, researchers could identify and distinguish different age-related 
effects (e.g., chronological age, career phase, tenure in the organisation) in the model under 
analysis. Finally, in this study, we tested a mediation model using linear regression analysis. 
However, our results suggested that future studies should use nonlinear models to examine the 
influence of age-diversity practices and work ability on preferred retirement age. 
Conclusions 
Organisations will inevitably be confronted with several challenges related to an ageing 
workforce. To increase older workers’ employability and to ensure sustainable working careers 
for all workers, managers will have to design HRM practices that consider workers’ age. We 
proposed a mediation model where perceived age-diversity practices positively influence 
perceived work ability that, in turn, would influence the workers’ desire to retire later. The 
mediation hypothesis has not been supported. However, results allow us to conclude that age-
diversity practices and work ability are part of a more complex model that explains preferred 
retirement age. Retirement is, as previous research has shown, a dynamic process as the weight 
of the factors involved in the decision-making process changes over time. Thus, it is fundamental 
to understand the influence of work-related factors, such as age-diversity practices, in processes 
that explain retirement intentions like work ability. In this way, organisations can ensure that 
workers of all ages have access to more sustainable careers and can work longer, if they desire.   
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